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Date of Construction:

Present Owner:

Present Use:

Significance:

Project Information:

MISPILLION LIGHTHOUSE HAER No. DE-23

South bank of Mispillion River at its
confluence with Delaware River at
northeast end of County Road 203,
7 mi. east of Milford

Milford Vicinity

_Sussex County

I__)elawa.re

UTM: 18.472660.4310760
Quad: Mispillion River,
Delaware

1873. Expanded 1875,

Eugene and Suzanne Racz

R. D. 1, Box 417
Mispillion Lighthouse Road
Milford, Delaware 19963

Unoccupied and unused except for
miscellaneous storage.

Mispillion Lighthouse is the
sole surviving wood-frame
lighthouse in Delaware and is
one of only three Delaware Bay
lighthouses still standing on
Delaware soil.

This short form report was
prepared in September, 1989
under a grant from the
Bicentennial Lighthouse Fund,
administered by the National
Park Service and the Delaware
Bureau of Archaeology & Historic
Preservation. This report was
made in conjunction with
recordation drawings and large
format photographs.

Michael Johannes Paul
Gredell & Paul, Consulting
Structural Engineers

- Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
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Mispillion Lighthouse is the third in a series of four lights
that have been located on the salt marsh site on the south bank
of the mouth of the Mispillion River. The first lighthouse,
erected in 1831, collapsed from erosicn of its foundations. The
second lighthouse was decommissioned in 1859, when the river was
judged to be relatively unnavigable, and the lighthouse was moved
to the town of Milford. The existing third lighthouse,
constructed in 1873, was decommissioned in 1929 and replaced by a
steel frame tower. The tower, which remains on a government
owned portion of the now private site, is still operated by the
U. §. Coast Guard.

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the lights at
the Mispillion River were operated primarily to guide smaller
vessels that sailed locally along the coast into the inlet to the

"inland port of Milford and several intermediate, downstream

landings. The lights also were used by larger, sea faring
vessels to mark progress up the Delaware Bay and River to major
ports such as Philadelphia and Camden. With the development of
modern navigation systems and advances in ship building, the
lights at Mispillion in the twentieth century have been of
diminishing significance to the large, ocean going vessels that
travel the Delaware River. Presently, the light (on the steel
tower} again is used primarily to guide local pleasure craft
through the inlet.

Originally manned by a keeper, Mispillion Lighthouse was
partially automated in 1911 when the oil-fired light was replaced
by an acetylene gas lamp supplied from tanks in nearby
outbuildings. Nonetheless, a caretaker was retained to live in
the structure to deter vandalism.

The existing Mispillion Lighthouse was erected in 1873, for
$5,000, to reestablish a beacon at this site. 1In 1875 the
lighthouse was expanded for an additicnal $5,000. 1In 1877 the
site was protected with a surrounding dike, which was damaged in
storms of the following year. Dike repairs and a roadway to the
site were constructed in 1879. Nearly every year from 1873
through 1910, the site required and received additional
protection against the ravages of coastal storms and the
encroachment of surrounding marsh. Bushels of oyster shell fill,
tons of stone rip rap, and a series of bulkheads fought natural
forces and continually reshaped the site to bring it to its
present configuration. The lighthouse now shares its expanded
site with the steel tower and several mid twentieth century
buildings, which are used in the operation of a commercial
marina. The bank of the Mispillion River is lined with a modern
timber pier that extends from an agglomeration of earlier
bulkheads.
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Mispillion Lighthouse is a two story, L-shaped house with a tower
nested in the intersection of the wings. The overall dimensions
of the lighthouse are 24/-11" by 29/-1" in plan, and 48’-8" from
grade to the top of the lantern. The tower is 8’-4" square in
plan, with an octagonal lantern on top. Roofs on the wings of
the house are simple gables.

Roofs, floors, exterior walls, and interior partitions are sawed
wood framing. The first floor rests on brick piers that are
supported by timber grillage on top of timber piles. Most
exterior walls of the two wings of the house are covered with
painted composition shingles over wood clapboard over board
sheathing. Tower walls are covered with unpainted wcod shingles.
The iron lantern is supported on a wood frame base. Former first
story porches, as shown in historic photographs, are removed from
the front and rear of the building.

Two brick chimneys rise above the house roofs. One chimney is
partially collapsed; the other has a vaulted cap, which may be
original. Woed trim fascia, eave brackets, collar ties, and king
posts adorn the gable end walls, which are finished with board
and batten siding. Simple wood trim surrounds the wood windows
and doors. The windows do not appear to be original. The base
of the lantern is covered with painted sheet metal. Glass
remains in only a few of the lantern lights; some are filled with
metal panels and one is empty. A decorative iron globe
ventilator and metal weather vane, probably original, surmount
the lantern.

All wall and ceiling finishes are removed from the interior of
the house. Tower walls are finished with painted, beaded board
paneling, as is the wainscot of the lantern base. No lenses or
lamp equipment remain in the lantern.

Major alterations, in addition to apparent replacement of the
windows, removal of the porches, and gutting of the interior,
include removal of the interior house stair, which is replaced by
a rough ladder, and removal of the lantern gallery, associated
brackets, and railing.

The structure is presently in fair to good condition, with some
water damage from persistent roof leaks. The exterior finishes
are in poor tec fair condition. The building is presently used
for miscellaneous storage on the first floor.

Mispillion Lighthouse is constructed in a “stick gothic" style
that is distinctive of a type and period of architecture
important to the history of Delaware. 1Its site was once owned by
Delaware Governor Charles Polk. The history of Mispillion
Lighthouse, including the two previous lighthouses and the
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existing steel tower -- all on the same site, depicts the
development of aids to navigation in the Delaware Bay. The
development of the site itself, with constant damage and efforts
at protection, illustrates the changing nature of the fragile
shoreline.

The following sources were used in preparing this report and
would be valuable in further research:

"Nomination Form," National Register of Historic Places,
prepared by the Sussex County Preservation Office, January,
1986, for the National Park Service, Washington, D. C.

"Clipping File," Annual Reports, Lighthouse Board, 1857~
1907, National Archives, Record Group 26, Records of the
U. §. Coast Guard, Washington, D. C.

"Description of Light~House Tower, Mispillion River Light
Station, December 5, 1907," Lighthouse Establishment of the
Department of Commerce and Labor, National Archives, Record
Group 26, Records of the U. §. Coast Guard, Washington,

D. C.
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The following was taken from: “Clipping File,” Annual Reports, Lighthouse Board, 1857-1907,
National Archives, Record Group 26, Records of the U.S. Coast Guard, Washington, DC

Autherized by aet of Congress, Mar., 3, 1831, $1,500.
. to re-establishy - June 10, 1872, 5,000,
" for kssper's dwsll, Juns 23, 1874, 5,000,
J to protact eite - July 31, 1B78, 4,000,

*Migpillien greek, south sids of Delaware Bay, Del. Estab-
/8§37 1lished in 1831, refitted in 1855; S5th-erder leme. Light on
keeper'e dwelling. Whita tower, 38 ft, abova sea-level."
{From *Liet of Light-housas, &a,,1857.") ,
/8‘48" {*Liet ef Light-houses, &c.,1848,"*Light on keeper’s dwel-
~~ 7 —~ 1ing; removed & rebuilt in 1843,*)

(o -"Since July 1, 1854, lenses have been introducad into this

z, 8
district, as follows:
/53-‘5— At Mi;pillion, a 5th-order of 180“, in place of eix lamps.”

i —
'

1t is Taported that ths light at Mispillion, in Delawars bay, is nn-

' neceasary even for ths local intarests of that vicinity, It is locateil nt
/55 7. tho mouth of Mispillion creek, which Ling at its enteanco a depth of
“~ only onc foot water at low tides. Only a few small flat hottomud
vessls vun in and ont of this creele. TFor tho general navigalion ol

tho bay this light is nsoless, aml ite discontinuance iz respectiinlly
rocommended,

———, Mispitlion, Deluacare Bay.—Congress, at its last seagion, Appro-

vy printed 85,000 for re establishing the amall light | is noi
{Qz it will bo t;ommeucccl at an enrig lay. ght-houso ab this roint; aud

T iR, Afiapillion, Delmeave Buy.—~The stencinre amhorized by tho wee
of Congress re-estublishing the Hght has heen ereelet, and the light
exhibittdl.  Itisin Delaware Bay near the montle ot Mispillion River, aml

: @ wax conplotel il lighted for The first time an the 15th of Jone, 1873,

* T'ho light 38 a itxed white light ol the sixth arder of tlwe system ol Fres. .

nel, aml is shown from o wooden frwne tuwer, comueehidl wilh e
lwelling of tho keeper, both eolanal gray, with the exeeption uf The
lanlern an the tower, which 1% black. The fival o is 43 feet shave
the water,

: 238, Mispitlion Ureek light-station.—A gpecial apprapriation of 25,000 -
o 3 ray, Wan male at 1 Inst sessian of Congress o the -'l'i‘t.illll ol _|il_'l'|"'l"-‘4

_Z\ welling? nt. Ahis statian,  Designs hnve been preepasd fior additions 1o

: tlee yeeesent stynetnee, amil the work will e commencel at ones,

AL
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Mispiliion Creek, Del.

840, Mispillion Creek, Delarcare Buy, Delawave.—Ab the duts of Lha
/874 123t nuanal report desigus weve in preparaticn for addditious o the pres.
) - ‘ont stractire nnder an approprintion wnda ky act approved Fune 24,
1874, Tlils work has been completed.  The keeper's dwelling has beon
cutirely remodelod, {unr gox! rooms linving beon added, il o gond
Urick cistéru bnilt.  This site is salgeet te averllow Ty the tide, and eaw
;IILV he jerotected by o projerly constracied dike, whicl: wonhl eost atwat
4,001 .

243, AMispillion Creek, Delarware Bay, Delaware,—This station lins lecn
& surreunded liy a well.constructed eartli-bauk, fnr foot ligh, 10 keep
so out the water at high tille, aud the sen.nide of tte bank has been fneod
N wlth atoue. :

241, Mispiltion €reck, Delwwnce Bay, Delmieace.~~The earth cmleaalk.
ment surromding the boilding, which was dinniggal by the slovam il
Liigh ticlew, hug hean gopaived, sl the outei glepo paofeelol witl sowe,
/8?@ to provent the wash of the sea.  The water-pijes nod gurters on the
bnilding havg leon reprived,  Uhe ccastractin wf tle voul ot herived
liy the net el Cougress npeproved duly B, 1876, laa heen eonneneed.

The vordd will chatlitleaa he fidsleal dierisyg tlos peesent geason,

i 243, Miapillion Creek, Declawnre Ray, Delmware~The repuirs mnde
”’7 necessary hy the atorin of Octolier 23, 1878, have een cotapleted. A

rondway noross tho wonrsho wus conatimeted,

247, Mispiltion Creel, Delaiwave Bay, Delaware—~A new sill aud door
were |ialm-.ml in the lencern parapet; auel n amall window in the atlie, 1o
give light sud venlllotion to the lalt,  The waterclrtern was repairid,
/830 anl an envtls bauk Vhrown avonud it ta proveut freesing, Tho trank
= povoll wiw repuived wteers dinaged by the storin of Ovtolier, 1478, amd
tho sirncture painterdl insitle aud ent. The edge al' 1ho warsh i ap-
[:rum-.hing tho Danle sarronndiug o miation, wkich sliould be jaoteciud

y &ovow of piling or vipea g, which will cost nlwng $1,200,

i . o __éﬁ ‘;l.[it';.:iiiio‘n (”u-'el'-, al the mﬁf-’;’ jﬁn_ui!h'ml 4 'rm@', Petawure, —To
T proteet the bank from abrasion frow the few, i line of shicet-piling 203
/mwat long was placed an Hie bauk of the creek.  Near the vartheost
T corner of the hank, whore the sen-wash bk uide a hobe, N site was
prolected iy gheet-piling along the back of the drag-log, a3 well s in
fronst of {lie Rbringer, and the spaee hebween wis Med fuowith wndd,
with stone au fup,  Plic struettires wore painted iraide aad oul, e
pump wis gliaesd in the cistern, aud vavions winere repairs swere sande,

The Bonuduries of e site wore kel with stene smommuends,

B az 269, Afispitlion {veck, at snwoath af Mispillian Creck, Delareare—Same
/f!d -60 tong ol riprags ware placed sround e ks of the station te pealect
—2= thew from scone ansd e,

280, Mispillion Creek, at mouth of Mispitliun Creek, Delaware—A
brush and stous protection wag placul in Trong of L banks, wind the
ligl‘mliug consduetor wis sojqediml with wow gromol conneoting,
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i Mispillion Creek light-station, Del,

327, Mispitlien Creck, Delaicare Bay, Delaware—~Damagen to the halk-

. liead piml bunka, by tho atorm of October, 189, wors repaired, the height

/W/ of tho bunk waa ineronsed and the bunks weve protected with stoue rip-

s =2 ppp ol facing. The sito wna partially illed witle geavel awd gracinl,

. and-repnirs were masdle to the board walka, A smll lrame kitelun way
wided to the dwelling and the finine atable was vebanilt.

. 355 Mispilliou Oreek, ai mouth af the overk, Delmwara Bay, Delaenve.—,
.- / _S_ZLA. portion of the site wns filled in with gravel nad it was gruded.

" 371, Mispiltion Oreek, Delaware Bay, Delaroare.— A narrow vedl sector
e m was placed In this light, to mark tho line of turning into Mispillien
T Oreek. :

384, Mispiilion Qreek, Delarsars Buay, Delnsare.—A portion of tho
ﬂnnku surronnding the station was rebuilt, nud small repaiva were
" wude,
T 416. Mirpitlion Oreek, Delaware Ray, Delaignye.—~ An extra water tank
/ s furulshed, tho river banka wore strengthened and repuireil, awml
variona repairs were made.

‘ 429, Mispillion Creek, Delaware Ray, Delavoare.—~I'o high dike uronnd
: "‘/ the aite, the atone riprap on ita buy frent, mnl the now water tank wero
Tomploted. DExtenslve repalrs were mmlo,

- "d450. Afiapillion Cveak, Delaware Bay, Ddaware.—About 12,100

' _/ﬁgbunhels of oyater shella were used in veymiving the rond. Variona
repulvs wore made to the tewer and liense,

" 462, Mispillion Oreek, Delawars Bay, Deltware.— Abont 12,000 Lnal-
y) els of shells wore placed npon the reml whiel lends uernsa thio mursh
to the light-atatlon. Various rejmirs wero muile.

470. Mispillion Creek, Delaware Bay, Delanare.—Ahout 1,000 buah-
ela of oyatershella were placed npon the road neross tho marsh to {he
ﬂdlighb-houm. A aplaelibonrd 3 feet higl and 320 feet long was plueed
nlong thie top of the front and vight banka, nnd earth was fillod in along

Ita imae, arlens repnirs were mnde,

-
H

‘, ' - . — .
C IR, T Mispillion Creck, Delawrave Buy, Delaware.—The rond ldading
i : aeross tho nrsh to t-lm‘lig'ht stution wns repaired by npplying to s fOL
- surines ehont 330 mshels nf oyster shells, )
- ‘f—d_ﬂ T A3 Mispillivn Ceeek, Defitare Buy, Delacare.—~A topographical
L_\., anrvey of the light-lonse site was nute, nwd the sonbhecly ]H}lllllil.ul‘_\‘
stone, whith Bad heeu nndormined by the water, wis veset. Vavioos

ffma;, reptirs wern malde,

603. Mispillion Croek, Delawars Bay, Delaware.—The & h-
50 % ical anrvoy of the station nado i.n Jlme!,, ,1903, w:s p]otuzs. O’Fﬁgrls;xﬂnlk

sluice was repnirod.

ade in Febrnary, 1907, in the position of the roul seetor is i
I he pos l s v of Lhis ligl:
that its sontherly edge indicales the vecently cdreilged elmu%nt,
one 8475 bushola nf oyster shells were delivevell in Mav, 1907, for
repuiring [he rondway. Tho ewners of the siemers cotapletei (he
KO:(I:WOZ Er:;g:::lrmg _Elm m}miy.tn the J;Qn will macde by thnse vessels.
¥ et piles was driven in frent of the sen wall. Vari
repains e e T he sen wall.  Varions

e g s e e .
/. ? 7 617, Mispillion Creek, Delaware Bay, Delaware—A\ chango was
—L o




